Background: In settings of mass displacement, unaccompanied minors (UAMs) are recognized as a vulnerable group and consequently prioritized by relief efforts.This study examines how the operationalization of vulnerability by the national shelter system for male UAMs in Greece shapes their trajectories into adulthood. Methods and Findings: In 2018-2019, key informant interviews were carried out in organizations that refer UAMs to specialized shelters in Athens to understand how child protection workers interpret and operationalize vulnerability. In-depth interviews and life history calendars were collected from 44 male migrant youth who arrived in Greece as UAMs but had since transitioned into adulthood. Analysis of in-depth interviews and life history calendars examined how both cumulative disadvantage and engagement with the shelter system altered youths' trajectories into adulthood. Younger adolescents were perceived as more vulnerable and prioritized for shelters over those who were "almost 18" years old.
Following UAMs' trajectories into early adulthood was critical in capturing this long-term consequence of the shelter system's operationalization of vulnerability. Data cannot be shared publicly because of [XXX] . Data are available from the XXX Institutional Data Access / Ethics Committee (contact via XXX) for researchers who meet the criteria for access to confidential data.
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Data cannot be shared publicly because participants are asylum seekers with ongoing legal cases that may be affected by data. Full transcripts of in-depth interviews may identify participants even after names and other standard identifying information is removed, and participants' safety may be at significant risk if they are identified. For this reason, making interview transcripts publicly available is contrary to the conditions of ethical approval from the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health Institutional Review Board. Data are available from the Johns Hopkins Center for Humanitarian Health (contact via humanithealth@jhu.edu or pbspiegel@jhu.edu) for researchers who meet the criteria for access to confidential data.
Additional data availability information:
Tick here if your circumstances are not covered by the questions above and you need the journal's help to make your data available. This study addresses how child protection organizations in Greece interpret some unaccompanied minors as more vulnerable than others when prioritizing them for specialized children's shelters, and examines how this operationalization of vulnerability addresses the psychosocial needs that these minors have when they arrive in Greece. The study analyzes the life trajectories of former unaccompanied minors and is therefore able to capture how placement in children's shelters impacts unaccompanied youths' early adulthood. We believe this study is suitable for the special edition in that it addresses the health of migrants as they move through low-, middle-, and high-income countries. This research will inspire researchers and clinicians who work with refugees and migrants to take a more holistic perspective of unaccompanied minors' needs, and to consider how organizational practices may have long-term impacts on these minors' lives.
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We hope you find our manuscript suitable for publication and look forward to hearing from you in due course. Younger adolescents were perceived as more vulnerable and prioritized for shelters 31 over those who were "almost 18" years old. However, a subset of youth who requested 32 shelter at the age of 17 had experienced prolonged journeys where they spent months 33 or years living on their own in socially isolated environments that excluded them from 34 developmental experiences conducive to adolescent development. The shelter system 35 for UAMs in Greece enabled youth to develop new skills and networks that facilitated 36 integration into society, and transferred them into adult housing when they turned 18 37 so that they could continue developing new skills. Those who were not in shelters by the 38 time they turned 18 could not access adult housing and lost this opportunity. Limitations 39 included inability to capture all nationalities of UAMs in Greece, though the two most 40 common nationalities were included. 41
Introduction 49
The number of migrant children traveling unaccompanied has been rising globally over the previous 50 decade (1-3). In Europe, the number of unaccompanied minors (UAMs) spiked from 13,800 in 2013 to 51 23,300 in 2014, then to an unprecedented 96,000 in 2015. Actual numbers are likely higher, as many 52
UAMs remain undocumented by authorities (4). In Greece, UAMs made up an estimated 35% of the 53 migrants who arrived in 2015 (5, 6) . Restrictive immigration policies implemented by the European 54
Union in the years that followed have transformed Greece into a de facto buffer zone for migrants (7), 55
where backlogged asylum and family reunification processes keep UAMs in limbo for years (8) . At the 56 time of this writing, Greece hosts estimated 32,000 migrant children, 4,000 of whom are registered as 57 unaccompanied or separated (9). 58
UAMs are considered an especially vulnerable subgroup of migrants in humanitarian contexts and 59 consequently prioritized for aid (10). Vulnerability, according to the International Organization of 60 Migration (IOM), is "the diminished capacity of an individual or group to have their rights respected, or 61 to cope with, resist or recover from exploitation, or abuse" (11). In order to protect UAMs, both local 62 and international NGOs in Greece operate shelters for unaccompanied children. However, these shelters 63 are scarce, and approximately two-thirds of UAMs who requested shelter in 2018 and 2019 were 64 waitlisted every month (12, 13) . Over 90% of UAMs in Greece, as in most of Europe, are males between 65 15-17 years of age (13) (14) (15) . Consequently, they are only eligible for shelters during the brief time before 66 they turn 18 and are categorized as men, at which point they are no longer seen as vulnerable or 67 prioritized for aid (16) (17) (18) . 68
Empirical research has found that, contrary to widespread assumptions regarding young men's 69 vulnerability or lack thereof, male gender and traveling unaccompanied are statistically significant 70 indicators of vulnerability to exploitation among minor and adult migrants (11). No significant difference 71 5 in indicators of exploitation was found between UAMs and adult males until the age of 27 (11). 72
Substantiating these findings, a study by Care International found that unaccompanied single males, 73 adults and minors alike, commonly experienced sexual and economic exploitation in Greece and did not 74 receive institutional support necessary to exit exploitative circumstances (15) . The continued 75 exploitation of unaccompanied young males even in adulthood may be explained by environmental 76 factors that remain unchanged as youth transition from adolescence into adulthood. 77
The trajectories that bring UAMs to Europe are sometimes circuitous, encompassing various legal 78 statuses, living conditions, and changing motivations (19), with long periods of immobility punctuated by 79 bursts of mobility (19) (20) (21) . Many make multiple attempts to arrive at their destinations, while others 80 move on from intended "destination" countries when faced with hardship or unexpected opportunities 81 (22) . Prolonged journeys, lasting longer than 3 months, are associated with traveling unaccompanied 82 and male gender, as well as a higher incidence of exploitation (4, 11) . Approximately 25% of UAMs 83 entering Greece experienced journeys lasting 3-6 months, while 13% experienced journeys longer than 6 84 months (4). UAMs' experiences during these months remain largely unknown. 85
Unlike most adolescents, UAMs come of age away from families and communities that can structure 86 their transition to adulthood, such as rites of passage (23-25), and experiences that help form adult 87 identities (26, 27) . Nonetheless, the different social environments they inhabit (28) years and lead to poor outcomes in adulthood. Adolescents' isolation from society in particular has been 97 identified as an important disadvantage with repercussions in adulthood (33, 34) . Using life course 98 theory, this study examines UAMs' concurrent developmental and migratory trajectories to understand 99 how they become exposed to exploitative circumstances, as well as how the operationalization of 100 vulnerability by Greece's shelter system impacts their trajectories into adulthood. 101
Methods

102
We conducted interviews in Athens in 2018-2019 from NGO staff and migrant youth. In order to protect 103 the identities of study participants, names of NGOs, child protection workers, and migrant youth were 104 replaced with pseudonyms. Key informant interviews were carried out with child protection workers at 105 NGO X, NGO Y, and Transitional Shelter Z for young adults. NGO X referred homeless and unstably 106 housed UAMs to shelters and provided holistic case management services until the youth were 107 successfully placed. Two lawyers, a social worker, a psychologist, and a cultural mediator were 108 interviewed at NGO X. NGO Y operated one specialized shelter for UAMs, transferred UAMs from the 109 islands to the mainland, provided legal guardians for UAMs, and referred them to other shelters when 110 needed. A social worker and project manager were interviewed at NGO Y. Transitional Shelter Z was 111 staffed by a social worker and psychologist. It housed 24 young adult males who had arrived in Greece 112 as UAMs. Interviews focused on processes through which youth were placed in shelters. A total of 9 113 staff members from these three organizations were interviewed. Interview transcripts were qualitatively 114 analyzed using open, inductive coding. Codes focused on how NGO staff interpreted and addressed 115
UAMs' vulnerability in their day-to-day work. 116 7 To understand UAMs' life trajectories, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 44 117 male migrant youth, aged 18-21, who arrived in Greece as UAMs. Interviews allowed participants to 118 construct a narrative of the events surrounding their departure from home countries up through the 119 time of the interview. In order to maximize the diversity among participants, initial ethnographic 120 assessment in the form of participant-observation at food distribution sites for the homeless and a 121 youth center for 16-to 21-year-old migrants was used to identify different subgroups of migrant youth, 122 such as those in shelters, and those who were homeless or squatting in abandoned buildings. Then, 123 snowball sampling was used starting with seeds in each identified subgroup (35) . At the time they were 124 interviewed, 16 youth were either homeless or informally housed, and 28 were living in NGO-provided 125 accommodation facilities. Interviews were conducted in Farsi, Dari or Urdu, as the two most common 126 nationalities among UAMs in Greece are Afghan and Pakistani (11). Female UAMs were excluded 127 because they make up less than 10% of UAMs in Europe (14, 15) and would require alternative 128 recruitment strategies. Oral consent to study procedures was obtained from participants at the start of 129 each interview. 130
Alongside each interview with migrant youth, a semi-structured life history calendar (36) was 131 constructed to capture the trajectories that participants' lives had taken. The life history calendar took 132 the form of a timeline that identified changes in participants' living situations, how long each living 133 situation lasted, and sources of support that were available in each situation. This method was able to 134 capture how participants' circumstances changed as they moved between countries and within 135 countries, such as from one accommodation facility to another.
Due to the open-ended nature of 136 interviews, some participants provided information regarding their life history prior to their departing 137 their home countries while others did not. To have comparable data on life history prior to departure for 138 all participants, more structured follow-up interviews were conducted to extend life history calendars to 139 cover the period between birth and departure from home country, with a focus on 1) place and type of 140 8 residence during each year of life, 2) sources of economic support in each place of residence, 3) co-141 inhabitants in each residence, 4) years of schooling, and 5) experience with independent decision 142 making. Only 32 of 44 participants could be reached for follow-up interviews. 143
To analyze life history calendars and interview transcripts, participants' lives were divided into 4 144 different time periods. These were 1) from birth to departure from home country, 2) from departure to 145 arrival in Greece , 3) hosted by some friends now and then, [and] they have no papers-they have the same 164 criteria. How will [EKKA] prioritize? Of course, if they see someone 15, or 14, they 165 prioritize them…But sometimes, we see that someone 15-years-old feels safe where he 166 is hosted. We can also see someone who is 16 or 16-and-a-half who doesn't give the 167 Though key informants reported that descriptions of factors of vulnerability other than age can counter 181 the assumption that the youngest UAMs are the most vulnerable, their ability to do so seemed to 182 diminish as UAMs approached adulthood. Psychologist M. highlighted the challenges faced by homeless 183 and informally housed UAMs as they approached their 18 th birthday: 184 M: The problem is, there is a prioritization of the younger ages…If they are almost 18, it 185 is a very gray zone, because they are neither minor-let's say, not very, very vulnerable, 186 though of course, it is not just about their age-but they are not adults yet. We try to 187 help them, but it is very difficult for an almost-18-year-old to enter a shelter. 188
Concurring with Psychologist M., Social worker V. of NGO Y stated: 189 V: You can understand that, someone who is 16 years old can be easily prioritized to be 190 placed in the facility. Someone who is two months until 18 would not be that eligible. I 191 mean, they are eligible under what the law says. But they will not be prioritized. 192
Cumulative disadvantages 193
In order to illustrate how cumulative disadvantages shaped UAMs' trajectories and how placement in 194 children's shelters can alter them, the following sections follow the experiences of three youths whose 195 experiences were representative of the 44 study participants. These young men are Gauhar (Afghan, years-old, arrived via the land route at age 17), Hafez (Iranian, 18-years-old, arrived on Samos island at 197 age 16), and Bilal (Pakistani, 19-years-old, arrived via land route at age 17). Table 2 presents their  198 experiences prior to leaving their home countries, Table 4 presents their experiences while traveling 199 unaccompanied, and Table 5 presents their experiences in Greece. 200 Disadvantages prior to departure 201 The disadvantages that youth faced in their home countries shaped the experiences they had along their 202 journeys. UAMs whose families were struggling financially often could not pay a smuggler to take them 203 all the way to Greece. These youth spent months or years in Iran or Turkey homeless or working in 204 exploitative conditions. Youth whose families had extensive connections with diasporic communities 205 were often able to seek help from a relative or family acquaintance even though they were 206 unaccompanied. Gauhar and Hafez, as described in Table 2 , experienced many of these disadvantages prior to their 211 arrival. Gauhar's family was displaced from Afghanistan to Pakistan, where he was born. They family did 212 not own property, and Gauhar never went to school. Though Gauhar's father was still alive, he became 213 too ill to work, at which point Gauhar, aged 10, started working to support the family. Hafez lost both of 214 his parents by the time he was 9-years-old, at which point he dropped out of school. He lived with 215 relatives and family friends for short periods of time, and by age 12, had started working in construction. 216
At age 14, he rented an apartment with his little brother. Both Gauhar and Hafez could only afford to 217 pay a smuggler to take them as far as Turkey. 218
Bilal had several advantages prior to his departure (see Table 2 ). Though his parents could not afford to 219 send him to university in Pakistan, they lived on their own property, and could afford to pay a smuggler 220 to take Bilal directly to Europe. Bilal had also finished high school before he left and was fluent in 221 English. 222 for 24 hours. Sometimes, [they] took us in a car, up to 12 or 16 people in a car the size 231 of a normal taxi. They even put people in the trunk. 232
My worst memories are of the car, [with] 12 or 16 of us in a car. They mistreated us, and 233 we couldn't do anything because it wasn't our country. The agents (smugglers) 234 harassed the Pakistanis a lot, violently. They harassed Afghans, too, yanking our hair, 235 and things like that. For someone who hasn't seen all this, he becomes mentally 236 unhinged when he sees it for the first time. 237
While in the process of being transported, youth were not necessarily on the move every day. When 238 there was high police activity, or if weather conditions were harsh, migrants were kept waiting for 239 weeks, even months, in smugglers' safe houses, called musafer khanas in both Urdu and Dari/Farsi. 240
However, the intention of further travel was always present. 241
There were few independent decisions that youth needed to make-or even could make-while being 242 transported by smugglers. The food they ate, the amount of water they drank, where they stayed and 243 how they traveled, were all determined by smugglers and their associates. The following excerpt from 244 Mohammad (Bangladeshi, 19-years-old, arrived on Lesbos island at age 17) demonstrates the lack of 245 autonomy youth experienced when traveling with smugglers. 246 M: One day, I tried to tell [the agent] that I had a fever and couldn't walk. It was cold 247 and raining really hard, and we had to walk outside. When I told the agent, he started to 248 beat me. I was like, "Why are you doing this? I have a fever, and you are beating me?" 249 He said, "You will have to walk. If you stay here, the police will catch you. If the police 250 catch you, and they ask you how you got here, you will tell them about me…I'm not 251 going to get caught for you. So you walk. If you die, I will toss your body to the side of 252 the road." 253
In contrast to when they were being transported, once youth were taken to an agreed upon destination 254 and accounts with smugglers were settled, they were left on their own. This was many UAMs' first 255 experience making decisions without adult supervision. Table 3 gives an overview of the types of 256 circumstances that migrant youth found themselves in while living on their own. Common among these 257 varying circumstances was the fact that youth were socially isolated, without a peer group or supportive 258 community, and excluded from activities that would help them build new networks or skills. 259 UAMs whose families could afford to pay smugglers to take them all the way to Greece often did not 261 experience living alone at all. Bilal (see Table 4 ) was transported by smugglers for the entire duration of 262 his one-month journey from Pakistan to Greece. Furthermore, his father gave him additional cash to pay 263 smugglers for better treatment. 264
Gauhar and Hafez (Table 2) had only paid to be taken as far as Turkey. Gauhar was in Turkey for 4 years, 265 during which he was homeless, then later paid rent to stay in someone's basement. He collected 266 cardboard scraps to earn money, most of which he spent on rent. It was only when he felt threatened by 267 a local trafficking gang that he paid a smuggler to take him to Greece. Hafez spent 6 months working in a 268 clothing factory in Turkey before he unexpectedly received an opportunity to go to Greece. 269 Table 4 .
Experiences in transit Gauhar (Afghan, arrived The role of shelters for unaccompanied minors 271 After their arrival in Greece, Hafez and Bilal were eventually, though not immediately, placed in shelters 272 for UAMs (Table 5 ). Shelters facilitated access to Greek lessons, and both young men were fluent in 273
Greek at the time they were interviewed. Bilal was able to resume his education and had plans to apply 274 for university. Hafez did not pursue higher education but had plans to participate in the Greek economy 275 by opening up a fruit stand. Both Hafez and Bilal were transferred to adult accommodations after they 276 turned 18, where they were able to continue learning Greek, attend school, and pursue activities that 277 facilitated their integration into Greek society. Since they lived in NGO provided housing, they did not 278 have to pay rent. They also received cash assistance from UNHCR to help cover their basic needs. 279
Despite having requested accommodations while he was a minor, Gauhar was not placed in a shelter 280 before he turned 18. Since he was homeless at 18, he could not to apply for the cash assistance that 281 most adult asylum seekers received, as the application required a mailing address. Unable to find other 282 work, Gauhar sold sex in order to survive, and considered trying to go to jail in order to sleep indoors. 283 Psychologist M. from NGO X explained that, if, like Gauhar, homeless or informally housed UAMs were 284 not placed in children's shelters before they turned 18, it was unlikely that they would receive any kind 285 of housing assistance at all. Supporting M.'s comments, the manager of Transitional Shelter Z revealed that 16 of the 24 young 290 adults who lived there had been transferred from children's shelters. The remaining 8 had been 291 22 transferred from camps, suggesting that it was unlikely for youth like Gauhar, who were not placed in 292 any kind of NGO-provided accommodations before turning 18, to receive accommodations in adulthood. 293 Table 5 .
Comparative case studies, part 3: Experiences in Greece Gauhar (Afghan, arrived where he had been living for a year at the time he was interviewed.
Since he was placed in the camp, Adil had taken Greek lessons and repeated the 11 th grade in Greece.
He was looking for a summer job when he was interviewed, and had plans to repeat the 12 th grade in Greece as well, with plans to eventually study engineering in university. As an adult, he received €150 a month in cash assistance from UNHCR.
Discussion
294
Data collected from key informant interviews suggested that there was a widespread tendency to see 295 younger UAMs as the most vulnerable and prioritize them for aid. Staff from NGO X acknowledged that 296
